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Responses to Comments from the Desert Citizens Against Pollution 

44-1. Posting the entire draft EIR document on the Internet was not deemed reasonable because
of its size.  The potential cost and burden of dealing with potentially global comments is well
beyond the required notification of responsible and trustee agencies, and other persons or
organizations requesting or previously requesting notice.  However, the Executive Summary
was posted on the Internet.  Making documents available in local libraries is a successful
method for allowing public access.

44-2. CEQA requires that an EIR evaluate a “reasonable range” of alternatives, not all possible
alternatives.  Chapter 14 of the draft EIR identifies several evaluated alternatives, and
discusses others that were no longer considered because they were infeasible, did not meet
the proposed project’s objectives, did not reduce any of the proposed GO’s significant
environmental impacts, or would have had more severe environmental effects than the
proposed GO.  Landfilling is discussed as one possible outcome of the Land Application Ban
Alternative (see pages 14-3 and 14-13 of the draft EIR).

44-3. The commenter expressed concern about the amount of radioactive materials that could be
present in biosolids.  Only low amounts of radioactive materials are authorized for disposal
in the sewer systems.  Regulatory responsibility is shared by federal, state, and local
agencies.  POTWs are responsible to protect their workers and therefore test to ensure that
biosolids radioactivity levels are safe.

NRC issues permits for disposal of radioactive materials in the sewer system.
Concentrations and quantities of radionuclides are based on a dose limit that could be
received by an individual, assuming certain conservative conditions in calculating the
potential dose.  Additionally, the EPA POTW “pretreatment” program, under the Safe
Drinking Water Act, is designed to protect POTWs by preventing the introduction into sewer
systems of pollutants (including radionuclides) that would interfere with the operation of a
POTW.  This includes  interference with a POTW’s use or disposal of sewage sludge.

The comment that the government and the public “have no idea what types and amounts of
radionuclides are in sewage sludge” is not correct.  The government is and has been aware
that radioactive materials are disposed into the sewer system.  It has actively pursued steps
to control radioactivity in POTWs.

In response to the request by John Glenn, the General Accounting Office (GOA) published
the report “Actions Needed to Control Radioactive Contamination at Sewage Treatment
Plants” in May 1994.  The report recommended that the Nuclear Regulatory Commission
determine the extent of the contamination and establish limits for radionuclide levels.
Radioactivity in sewage sludge was also examined by the EPA in its report “Radioactivity
in Sewage Sludge”(U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 1986), which stated that most
radionuclides in sewage sludge were present at low concentrations.  At most sites, sewage
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sludge contained radionuclides from medical treatment and research facilities.  Because of
their short half-lives, however, the medical contaminants were found to not produce a
significant dose when sludge was land-applied.

Requiring rigorous testing for radionuclides in biosolids is not necessary because the Nuclear
Regulatory Commission has developed a guidance document for POTWs for sampling and
testing of biosolids for radioactivity.

Making biosolids radionuclide-free would also be unreasonable because radionuclides are
present everywhere (including biosolids) at certain background levels.

44-4.  There is no evidence that biosolids contain environmentally significant concentrations of
dioxins.  Dioxins are found in water, air and soil in trace quantities.  Because it is found
everywhere, it comes from a variety of sources and can travel long distances in the
atmosphere and be deposited.  Once in the air, dioxin is mostly washed out or settles on soil,
plants and water.  As it moves up the food chain, some of it ends up in humans through the
foods they eat (particularly contaminated fish). 

U.S. Dioxin Emission for Sources included by EPA in Gram of Toxic Equivalents/Year

Emission into media Release (TEQ) Percent of total Range (low) Range (high) 

Air 9,300 80 3,300 26,000

Water 110 1 74 150

Land/ landfill 2,100 18 1,000 4,500

Biosolids (to land) 3 0.5

Commercial products 150 1 100 220

Total 11,663 100

Sources:  Lois Marie Gibbs and AMSA 1995.

There are 75 different forms of dioxin.  The most toxic is 2,3,7,8-tetrachlorodibenzo-p-
dioxin, more commonly referred to as TCDD.  TCDD was originally discovered as a
byproduct in the manufacture of trichlorophenol, an intermediate chemical in the
manufacturing process for some pesticides.  It does not occur in a pure form in nature.
Public interest began in the 1950s when employees were exposed to 2,3,7,8- TCDD as a low
concentration (part per million) constituent in industrial chemical exposure incidents
involving trichlorophenol.
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Dioxin is formed either as a chemical contaminant of industrial processes involving chlorine
or bromine, or by burning organic matter in the presence of chlorine.  Certain metal
compounds can act as catalysts that increase dioxin formation in industrial processes using
chlorine.

As part of the ongoing refinement of the Part 503 regulations, EPA is developing regulations
regarding the allowable levels of dioxin in biosolids.  A proposed rule revising the standards
for use and disposal of biosolids was issued by EPA in December 1999.  This rule would
establish a ceiling of 300 parts per trillion toxic equivalents of dioxin in land-applied
biosolids.  Once a decision is made on an appropriate level to protect public health (if a level
is established), the SWRCB will consider amending the GO to include a dioxin limitation.

44-5. PCB measurements for biosolids are required under the Part 503 regulations and the results
are submitted to EPA.  No compilation of the data is available (Fondahl pers. comm.).
Laboratory analyses by the Orange County Sanitation District, one of the largest biosolids
generators, show that PCBs are below detection limits (<2.2 ppb) for the seven PCB types
measured (Orange County Sanitation District 1999).  Also see Responses to Comments
26-24 and 44-4.

44-6. The phthalate levels found in biosolids from the Orange County Sanitation District typically
average less than 100 parts per million.  Because they have been one of the most common
plasticizers used for decades, these compounds are ubiquitous and are found in a variety of
sources.  The environmental fate and impacts of these chemicals are not well known or
studied.  The Department of Toxic Substance Control does not regulate its phthalates in
hazardous waste or other wastes.

44-7.  It is true that there are no studies being conducted about nonylphenols in California.  There
has been no assessment of this category of compounds as part of the EPA Part 503 risk
assessment because they were not of  health concern.  Basically, the nonylphenol othoxylates
are commonly used as detergents in many industrial processes and household products and
are of concern because they are suspected of being hormone-disrupting chemicals (see
Appendix E, page E-39-40, Table E-21 of draft EIR).  Concentrations in biosolids are not
normally measured under standard testing protocols.  The environmental fate and effects of
these compounds in California is not known; there are no regulatory or public health
standards limiting their concentrations in products or the environment.  Since they are not
environmental contaminants of concern with regard to biosolids land application, there are
no regulatory programs proposed to limit concentrations of these compounds.

44-8. Concern about potential exposure to workers has been addressed by Mitigation Measure 5-3,
which was proposed in response to concerns over exposure to aerosols and particulates in the
immediate vicinity of sludge loading, handling, and spreading operations.  This mitigation
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measure has been added to the text after draft EIR page 5-36 and is described in its entirety
in response to Comment 40-4.

44-9. Comment noted.  See Responses to Comments 23-5 and 23-20 and Master Response 9.

44-10. Lack of enforcement of the Clean Water Act’s pretreatment programs does not necessarily
translate to polluted biosolids.  In fact, the National Sewage Sludge Survey was completed
in 1989.  Even then, the quality of most sewage sludge was determined capable for use as
biosolids, after the necessary treatment.  Biosolids applied under the GO would have to meet
requirements.  The impact of the GO is addressed in the draft EIR.  It has also been noted
that some people feel that the federal biosolids program does not receive the necessary
resources.  However, the GO will be implemented by the State.  Also see Master Response 1.

44-11. See Master Responses 4 and 12.

44-12. Simply stating that 17,947,059 pounds of toxic compounds are transferred to POTWs does
not correlate to the amount that is land-applied in biosolids.  Only a very small fraction of
these toxic compounds are in biosolids because compounds are broken down during the
physical, chemical, and biological treatment processes at a wastewater treatment plant.  Also,
not all potentially toxic material ends up in the solids fraction leaving the wastewater
treatment plant.

Toxic compounds are controlled before entering wastewater treatment plants.  EPA’s POTW
“pretreatment” program, under the Clean Water Act, is designed to protect POTWs by
preventing introduction of sewer system pollutants that would interfere with the operation
of a POTW.  This includes interference with the facility’s use or disposal of sewage sludge.
The pretreatment program involves extensive testing of numerous organic and inorganic
compounds.

In EPA’s development of the original Part 503 regulations, organic compounds in biosolids
were assessed and determined not to be a significant concern.  Research conducted since
creation of the Part 503 regulations has not changed this conclusion.  There are now lower
detection limits of toxic compounds in biosolids.  The levels in biosolids are minimal and
do not pose a risk to the public or environment.  The extremely low levels of toxics in
biosolids will continually decrease as regulations become more stringent in the future.

44-13a. For the preapplication report, the GO requires specific testing methods (EPA methods 8080
and 8270) for numerous organic compounds including aldrin, dieldrin, PCBs, and
semivolatile organics.  These compounds will be tested for annually.
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The pretreatment program also monitors numerous pollutants that enter the POTW.  The
SWRCB staff believes that these types of tests and their frequency are sufficient to
determine whether biosolids meet the limitations.

44-13b. Refer to Response to Comment 47-17a.

44-13c. To ensure that biosolids applications are not a threat to public health, the GO requires
several barriers of protection.  One barrier is pathogen reduction requirements.  These
reduction practices are based from proven standard practices.  Also, the GO includes
several setbacks, waiting periods and other Best Management Practices (BMPs).  The
monitoring plan is only extra protection because all biosolids must meet the specified
pathogen reduction requirements.  Considerable studies determined that the specified
pathogen reduction processes work.

See Master Response 4 for additional GO restrictions that are more conservative than the
Part 503 regulations, and Master Responses 6 and 8.

44-13d. The GO requires groundwater monitoring for application sites where the water table is
within 25 feet of the ground surface if multiple applications are planned.  The minimum
number and placement of monitoring wells is also specified in the GO.  An RWQCB
Executive Officer can also require additional monitoring or waive the monitoring if he or
she deems it necessary.  Also see Master Response 14.

44-13e. The commenter feels that air quality surrounding the application sites should be monitored.
This proposed change has not been made because the air quality analysis determined that
implementing the GO would result in less than significant air quality impacts.

44-13f. The GO contains numerous standards for protecting surface water resources from potential
contamination as described in Master Responses 13 and 17.  These measures provide the
basis for determining that the GO would pose minimal risks to surface water quality.
Additionally, monitoring is generally not considered a mechanism for reducing impacts
under CEQA.  Therefore, the elements of the GO must fully mitigate for potential water
quality impacts.

44-13g. The NPDES system is only applicable for point source discharges to surface waters.  It is
not applicable to agricultural operations.  Therefore, it is not needed for these types of
operations.
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44-13h. The GO does not require that bioaerosol monitoring be conducted during the handling
and/or application of biosolids.  However, several changes have been made to the GO that
will minimize bioaerosol releases during biosolids transfer and application operations.  The
most relevant requirement prohibits the application of biosolids with a moisture content
of less than 50%.  These GO changes will ensure minimal release of wind-blown dust and
aerosols during biosolids application operations.  Also see Master Response 9.

44-13i. This comment pertains to the commenter’s initial review of the proposed GO and indicates
the need for a monitoring plan that identifies when maximum loadings (cumulative loading
limits for metals) have taken place.

This information is required on the Annual Reporting form, Section 3 (see Appendix A).
Mitigation Measure 4-3 also would require the SWRCB to establish a program to track
biosolids applications, including information on loadings.  This program will also monitor
and determine when maximum or cumulative loading limits are being approached.

44-13j. No maximum loadings for organics were set in the GO because there are no significant
levels in biosolids.  The research conducted as part of the Part 503 regulation’s
development indicated that organics are not a problem in biosolids.  Limits on organics
may be implemented in the future depending on the results of EPA studies.  However,
these limits will not be restrictive because the levels of organics in biosolids are extremely
low and will continue to get lower.  The SWRCB will consider modifying the GO if EPA
adopts modifications to the Part 503 regulations in the future.  As a result of more recent
information on organics, EPA is studying selected organics and has recently issued
proposed limitations on certain organic compounds (dioxin).  In the interim period, the
requirements set forth in the GO are sufficiently conservative to protect public health and
the environment.

44-13k. This concern is noted.  There is no pathogen monitoring other than that required to
demonstrate that biosolids meet either Class B or Class A requirements to support a
particular use.  The program is, for the most part, self-regulated by the generators.  As
stated in the draft EIR, there have been no reported disease incidences that could be
directly related to exposure to biosolids.  There is no evidence to indicate that the risk of
airborne pathogens is significant.  However, workers in the vicinity of mixing or spreading
operations may be exposed to aerosols and particulates.  For extra protection against
exposure, Mitigation Measure 5-3 has been added, which recommends that workers
involved in mixing, loading or spreading operations be provided respirators or dust masks.
This should be considered a best management practice and is not a requirement of the GO.

See Response to Comment 40-4 for a description of Mitigation Measure 5-3.  
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44-14. The commenter’s opinion about the suitability of the alternatives analysis in the draft EIR
is noted, but SWRCB staff disagrees.  A reasonable range of alternatives to the proposed
project, consistent with CEQA, was evaluated in the draft EIR.
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